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MEDIA RELEASE
September 24, 1987
UM'S NEWEST EXCHANGE PROGRAM
OFFERS AN ADVENTURE OF A LIFETIME
By Carol Susan Woodruff
UM News and Publications
University of Montana wildlife biologists who aren't averse
to riding yaks, eating rotten eggs or camping at 15,000 feet in
below-freezing weather should be interested in applying for UM's
newest exchange program.
That program, which became official July 11, provides for an
exchange of doctoral students and faculty members between UM and
China's Northwest Plateau Institute of Biology.
Located in the Qinghai Province's capital city of Xining,
the Institute is heavily oriented toward research -- research
that will take UM students to remote areas of China, where an
affinity for unusual modes of transportation, exotic food and
fresh air will come in handy.
Ray Murray, UM's associate vice president for research, says
the first student exchange will probably be in fall 1988.

The

institute will send two wildlife biologists to UM at a time, each
of whom will receive a research assistantship and work toward a
doctorate.
Bart O'Gara, who is the leader of the UM-based Montana
Cooperative Wildlife Research Unit and was instrumental in
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developing the exchange, says the wildlife biologists will
probably stay at UM at least three years.

During that time, UM

hopes to involve them in existing research projects.
O'Gara says the visiting biologists’ top priorities will be
gaining expertise in big-game management, alpine ecology and
range management, and water quality and fisheries management -issues of great concern in a country with huge lakes and
diminishing wildlife.
"In China, biologists are strong on taxonomy —
things," he says.

naming

"Game management is a new thing there.

Traditionally, the Chinese have wiped out much of the wildlife
where there were people, and where there weren't people, wildlife
has taken care of itself."
Besides sending wildlife biologists to UM, the Institute
plans to send one interpreter in 1988-89 and another in 1989-90.
Those students will receive teaching assistantships in the
English or foreign languages department, take library courses and
teach Mandarin Chinese.
The agreement also paves the way for UM professors to
lecture at the Institute and for the schools to exchange animal
specimens and visits by their head librarians.
O'Gara has already collected many specimens from China, some
for UM and some for the Smithsonian Institution.

Among the

specimens he's taken to China in return are bison, deer,
antelope, beavers, marmots and game birds.
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Whereas the Chinese wildlife biologists will do both their
course work and field research in Montana, the UM exchange
students will generally do only their field work in China.
Much of the UM researchers' work will take place on the
Tibetan Plateau, known as the "roof of the world."

Rising

between 13,000 and 14,000 feet, the plateau sprawls between the
Himalayas and the Kunlun Mountains and is home to animals like
blue and argali sheep, wild yak, Tibetan antelope, wolves,
goitered gazelles, marmots and wild donkeys.
The easiest way to get into those animals'
riding a domestic yak, O'Gara explains.

territory is by

He says those beasts are

preferable to horses because they can climb higher -- to about
20,000 feet.
Of course, yaks do have idiosyncrasies.
particularly vicious," he says.

"They aren't

"But they have a tendency to

huff and puff up a ridge like a steam engine and then run down
the other side.

They like to jump and twist on the way down.

"A western saddle would be awful good insurance," he
suggests for prospective exchange students, noting dryly that he
lacked one during his most recent, two-month-long trip to China.
UM students needn’t fear they'll alight from the plane in
China and instantly take off alone on a trek over the Tibetan
Plateau, O'Gara adds.

After spending some time at the Institute,

they'll proceed into the field with a driver, a cook and a
biologist who speaks some English.
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The climate will be harsh.
windy," he says.

"It's high and dry and fairly

"It freezes at night in the summer, and it gets

up to 100 degrees in the day. That sun'll just cook you."
UM researchers will also have to adjust to high-altitude
Chinese cooking, which O'Gara explains is a major project
involving pressure cookers and propane stoves.
One of the favorite local dishes is salted tea flavored with
rancid yak butter and toasted barley.

Another, which he greatly

prefers, is gazelle or mountain sheep.

But O'Gara cautions that

the cook, if left to his own devices, is likely to cut up the
meat and bones and prepare them in a "foul-tasting mustard oil."
"We try to intervene a little bit," he says.
UM scientists who do research at Qinghai Lake will have an
equally challenging experience but in a tamer setting, he says.
Their creature comforts will include sleeping in buildings, not
tents; having access to a research station and several
restaurants; and working side by side with other scientists.
The lake, which lies almost 130 miles from the Institute, is
the site of research on black-necked cranes, bar-headed geese,
minnows and naked catfish.

Another focal point of research is

the effect on the lake of drawing irrigation water out of the
rivers that flow into it.
About 90 miles long and 70 miles wide, Qinghai Lake dwarfs
Montana s Flathead Lake.

But the two lakes share certain

problems, and O'Gara expects that insights UM scientists have
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gained from research at Flathead will aid Chinese scientists.
O ’Gara is enthusiastic about the opportunities the exchange
program creates for scientists at UM and the Institute.
"The program should contribute significantly to enlightened
wildlife management in western China," he says.

"Because so

little is known about wildlife problems and habitats in Qinghai,
UM doctoral students should be able to gather reams of
publishable material while having an adventure of a lifetime -if they can stand the culture shock and weather."
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